Introduction
Many librarians assist patrons who are conducting legal research. These patrons may be parties involved in litigation, may not be able to afford an attorney, or may be seeking to confirm advice already provided by an attorney. Regardless of the reason, patrons expect reference librarians to assist them when they come to the library.
However, non-specialist librarians may lack training in legal research. Fortunately, becoming an expert in law is not necessary to help patrons find legal materials. Librarians can readily learn the basic concepts of legal research, which will give them more confidence when assisting patrons. This article will provide an explanation of the basic concepts of legal research, forming the foundation of knowledge necessary for librarians to effectively assist patrons seeking legal materials. The discussion of basic legal research concepts will focus on free online legal resources available in Pennsylvania. Referenced websites are included in the toolkit attached in the appendix and will serve as a valuable resource for librarians and patrons.
Finally, a discussion of the difference between helping patrons find legal materials and providing legal advice will help clarify the librarian's role when working with patrons engaged in legal research.
is composed of law created by the three branches of government. Secondary authority is a written format that describes, analyzes, interprets, explains, or otherwise discusses the law but is not the law. The concept of primary and secondary authority should be familiar to librarians. The concept is analogous to a primary source being the original source, such as a transcript of an interview, and the secondary source would be anything that describes the interview by adding information beyond the original interview transcript.
The degree of persuasiveness "is an estimation of the power of information to influence a legal decision" (Barkan et al., 2009, p. 2) . If the authority is binding, the court must adhere to it. If the authority is persuasive, a court may consider the information but is not required to follow it. Whether an authority is binding or persuasive is linked to the hierarchies of the legal system. Some hierarchies exist only because of the intentional nature of checks and balances that exist between the three branches of government, such as the governor vetoing a bill that has been passed by the legislature or the legislature changing a rule created by the judiciary. Internal hierarchies exist within each particular branch of government. These internal hierarchies are most obvious in the structure of the courts, in which a higher court can change the decision of a lower court. Similarly, an opinion issued on a specific topic controls a later decision in a lower court on that same topic. This custom is called precedent. However, precedent is dependent upon jurisdiction.
Black's Law Dictionary (Garner, 2004) defines jurisdiction as "a government's general power to exercise authority over all persons and things with its territory" and as "a court's power to decide a case or issue a decree" (p. 867). Therefore, jurisdiction refers to both a geographic location and the power of a court. For example, within the jurisdiction of Pennsylvania, the opinions issued by the Supreme Court, which is the highest-level court, control all lower court decisions on the same issue. However, opinions issued by courts in other states are not binding on Pennsylvania courts but can be used in a persuasive argument before the court. Similarly, federal court opinions are binding within the federal hierarchy but are not necessarily controlling over state courts because the jurisdictional power granted to state and federal courts is different and only overlaps in specific matters.
Mastering the nuances of authority, precedent, and jurisdiction takes time, study, and practice. However, knowing that these concepts exist and will affect the outcome of a case is an integral part of the foundation of legal research. Librarians should understand the difference between primary and secondary authority and that in-depth analysis is required to evaluate whether a court is bound by the cited authority.
Primary law
Primary law is the law. This is the body of information created by the three branches of government: (a) the legislature, (b) the judiciary, and (c) the executive branch (Sloan, 2009) . In Pennsylvania, primary law created by all three branches of government can be found online for free. Current primary legal materials are available online and will usually meet the legal research needs of library patrons. Older material may need to be retrieved from print sources or other archives.
The website of the Pennsylvania General Assembly (www.legis.state.pa.us) is the online resource for laws both before and after enactment. The site includes information about laws under consideration, member information, live video feeds, voting information, and access to statutes. The site includes a search feature that can be used to locate legislation but does not currently contain a search function that can be used to search the site. Educational information about the General Assembly is located on the webpage of the Pennsylvania Capitol (www.pacapitol.org) and can be found by clicking "Visitor Information" and selecting "Teacher Tools" from the dropdown list. The educational information will help patrons understand how the Pennsylvania General Assembly operates and how laws are created in Pennsylvania, while the main General Assembly site is the resource for statutes. The "Statutes" tab on the Pennsylvania General Assembly website links to the most useful resources for researchers seeking a specific Pennsylvania law. Current laws can be found using the search feature under "Consolidated Statutes." An alternative is to use the Unofficial Purdon's Pennsylvania Statutes from West found under "Additional Resources" in the right column. The text of the law will be the same in either resource, but the latter incorporates both consolidated and unconsolidated statutes into one resource.
When the legislature undertakes a review of the statutes to eliminate outdated provisions and refine the provisions to improve clarity and overall organization, the statute is said to have been consolidated. Not all of the Pennsylvania statutes have been consolidated yet; therefore, the Consolidated Statutes appear to be incomplete but are merely unfinished. Liu et al. (2008) provide a full explanation in Pennsylvania Legal Research Handbook. Together, consolidated statutes and unconsolidated statutes make up the full complement of statutes in Pennsylvania, all of which can be found online.
Using online sources to locate statutes is convenient and cost-effective. However, neither of the cited online resources contains annotations, which are references to related case law and secondary sources. In annotated resources, each statutory section is followed by citations, including short descriptions of cases that have interpreted that particular statute and secondary sources that discuss or analyze the particular statute. Annotations are very useful in guiding further research but are editorial content created by independent publishers and are not part of the official law. Annotations can only be found in the print version of Purdon's Pennsylvania Statutes Annotated (Thomson Reuters, 2013) or through a fee-based database, such as Lexis Advance, LexisNexis Academic, WestlawNext, Westpack, or Bloomberg Law. If a library has a print copy of Purdon's or has access to one of the above databases, it is important to tell patrons that the other versions contain useful information not found in the free online version.
Judiciary
The Judiciary is the branch of government that interprets laws created by the legislative and executive branches and creates legal rules referred to as common law. These interpretations are issued as court opinions and form a separate source of law called case law (Sloan, 2009) . Statutes are the law as created by the legislature but may require judicial interpretation in specific circumstances when the law is unclear. Once a court has issued an opinion interpreting a statute, the enforcement of that law will follow the statute as it has been interpreted by the court. In effect, both the statutes and case law must be consulted to understand how a given law will be enforced. On balance, if a court creates a common law rule, the legislature may enact a statute to change or abolish the common law rule (Sloan, 2009) In Pennsylvania, the local courts are called "minor courts" and include magisterial district courts, traffic courts, and municipal courts. The magisterial courts are often referred to as "district courts" and are found across the state. The traffic courts and municipal courts tend to be found in more urban areas. Matters heard in these local courts can be appealed to the county-level trial courts, known as the Court of Common Pleas. Although real-life trials rarely live up to the drama of those shown on television, the trial court system serves as the workhorse of the legal system, and it is where most cases are heard and finalized.
A party has a right to appeal to the appellate court if it believes that the Court of Common Pleas has made a mistake in deciding the case. Most appeals are heard in the Superior Court. Pennsylvania is the only state in the country to have a second appellate court, called the Commonwealth Court. The Commonwealth Court hears appeals when the Commonwealth is a defendant or when a state agency decision is being appealed. For example, an appeal in a criminal case will be heard by the Superior Court, but an appeal from a decision made by the Department of Public Welfare, a state agency, will be heard by the Commonwealth Court.
There is no right to appeal to the court of last resort, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court. However, if a party is not satisfied with the decision from the appellate court, the party may seek permission to appeal to the Pennsylvania Supreme Court. Because few cases are granted permission to appeal to the Pennsylvania Supreme Court, the Superior or Commonwealth Court will be the final arbiters in many appellate cases.
integrated with the research process. If one is engaged in litigation, understanding the legal process is an important first step in knowing how a case will or could proceed. However, without the foundational basics of legal authority, primary law, and secondary sources, one will find it difficult to know where to begin looking for legal resources.
For librarians, the process is simplified. They should focus on knowing where to find primary law and legitimate secondary sources by understanding legal authority and legal hierarchy. Having the basic foundation of legal research will give them the confidence necessary to assist patrons in locating primary law. This knowledge will also help them identify which questions require a more skilled legal researcher or should be referred to an attorney.
On Not Giving Advice
Librarians should never offer legal advice or opinions to patrons. Penalties exist for the unauthorized practice of law (see Penalty for Unauthorized Practice of Law, 2002) . While the difference between a practicing attorney and a librarian should be obvious, sometimes librarians must explain this to patrons. Out of an abundance of caution, some librarians take this warning too far and refuse to assist patrons with legal research. They should keep in mind that there is a difference between offering advice and helping patrons find a legal resource. When working with patrons on a legal research problem, they should state, "I can help you find resources, but I can't offer any advice," and repeat this as often as necessary to ensure patrons clearly understand the role of the librarian.
Patrons can become insistent in requesting additional assistance once the source is located. If the source is complicated, such as the search features of the online Pennsylvania Code (www.pacode.com), librarians can show patrons how to browse the source. However, they should not tell patrons which law applies in their circumstance.
Sometimes not telling patrons which law applies may seem like withholding the answer, but finding the precise information that applies to the facts at hand is where information-seeking becomes advice-giving. Patrons must read the material and decide what information is relevant and useful. This is when it will be most important for librarians to remain firm and repeat, "I can't offer any advice." Although it may feel awkward to keep repeating the same phrase, and it goes against all good customer service training, it is necessary. Over time, it will roll off the tongue as easily as "How can I help you?" Toolkit A library should create or have access to a legal research toolkit for librarians and a different one for patrons. Librarians need access to a broader scope of legal research resources, especially a list of legal aid offices for the entire state. A typical patron needs resources focused on a specific geographic area or subject. Librarians can rely on the full toolkit found in the appendix, which lists legal resources that are useful for conducting online legal research in Pennsylvania.
For patrons, the information should be customized by removing the links to organizations outside the geographic region of the normal patron-base of the library, such as the low-cost legal resources that are tied to certain counties or regions. This eliminates unnecessary information that may cause confusion. In addition, having this resource readily available may assist patrons in becoming more self-reliant when conducting legal research.
Conclusion
By understanding basic legal research concepts, librarians can build the foundation of knowledge needed to assist patrons in locating legal resources. This basic overview illustrates both basic legal concepts and where to find free online Pennsylvania resources. This information, including advice on handling patrons and having access to the Basic Online Pennsylvania Legal Research for Librarians 
